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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
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During the past decade, much has been written regarding
the development of reading and writing of preschool and
kindergarten children.

While this topic has been

investigated since the late 1800s, it is only
within the past 10 years that the research has included
children as young as 14 months and even younger (Teale and
Sulzby, 1989).

Leading researchers in the field, such as

Holdaway, 1979; Morrow, 1989; Strickland, 1989; Sulzby,
1986, 1989, 1990; Teale, 1986, 1989, have studied
early literacy development, as well as those factors
which encourage it.
Until recently, the preschool years and kindergarten,
in particular, have been considered a time of reading
readiness (Sulzby, 1990).

Morrow (1989) has described this

reading readiness belief as a theory that is held by some
reading authorities.

This theory is based on the idea

that children become ready to read through instruction which
focuses on prerequisite skills.

The skills associated with

reading readiness include auditory discrimination, the
ability to identify and differentiate familiar sounds,
similar sounds, rhyming words, and the sounds of letters;
visual discrimination, including letter recognition and
identification; left to right progression and visual
motor skills, such as cutting on a line with scissors
and coloring within the lines of a picture; and such
large motor abilities as skipping, hopping, and walking
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on a line.

These skills are taught systematically on the

assumption that all children are at a similar level of
development when they come to their first school experience.
The reading readiness theory does not consider experiences
or information that a child may already have about literacy
(Morrow, 1989).

Furthermore, this theory holds that these

prerequisite skills should be mastered before any writing
instruction is attempted.

Children are not considered

writers until they are recognized as readers.
This reading readiness theory affects people's thinking
about literacy development in two distinct ways.

First, it

leads them to conceptualize the early childhood period as a
precursor to "real" reading and writing, implying that only
after prerequisite skills have been mastered could children
be considered readers.

Secondly, it tells parents and

teachers that reading and writing can only be taught in a
school-like setting where the prerequisite skills are
addressed (Sulzby and Teale, 1986).
Recent research, however, has indicated that young
children come to school with vast knowledge about reading
and writing.

This research describes the early stages of

literacy development in terms of emergent literacy, a
concept that differs from the traditional beliefs about
reading and writing readiness (Freeman and Hatch, 1989).
Emergent literacy refers to reading and writing
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behaviors of young children that precede and develop into
conventional literacy (Sulzby, 1990).

Research supporting

the emergent literacy theory provides compelling evidence
which indicates that:

(a)

young children begin their

literacy development before they enter school;
and writing develop concurrently;
literacy through social interaction

(c)

(b)

reading

children learn about

(Sulzby and Teale,

1986).
When researchers observe children during the first few
years of life, they find that almost all children in
literate societies encounter print in their everyday
activities; even two- and three-year-olds have
specific ideas about what written language is and how the
processes of reading and writing work (Teale, 1986).
Because reading and writing encompass a wide
variety of behaviors demonstrated by children, examples
of reading would include the following:
(a) reading environmental print such as McDonald's,
Exit, favorite cereal names on boxes,
(b)

role-playing or telling a story,

(c)

pointing carefully to the print, or

(d)

beginning to read independently.

Writing would include:

drawing, scribbling, writing

random letters, or invented spelling (Fisher, 1991).
Each of these initial attempts at reading and writing,
and the attitudes that go along with them, are the
actual beginnings of literacy (Teale, 1986).
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During early childhood, the learning process is one in
which reading and writing abilities mutually reinforce each
other.

Reading and writing are not separate in the child's

learning, nor do they develop sequentially (Teale, 1986).
Morrow (1989), found that parallels between writing
and reading are more obvious for young children than for
older children and adults.

For example, children teach

themselves to write in much the same way that they teach
themselves to read.
the process.

This is done by experimenting with

Through trial and error, children try out

various aspects of the writing process.

They invent and

decorate letters, symbols, and words; they mix drawing
and writing; they invent messages in various forms and
shapes; and they often continue to use invented forms of
writing after they have begun to master conventional ones.
Furthermore, reading and writing are related to oral
language (Teale, 1986).

Children"s oral language proficiency

is correlated to their growth in reading and to the ways
in which they write.

Early childhood educators have observed

that a strong oral language base facilitates literacy
learning.

It is also clear that children's reading abilities

influence their writing.

However, we must also recognize

that reading experiences influence oral language
e.g. "reading books to children enhances vocabulary",
and writing actually improves children's reading skills e.g.
"children's attempts at writing builds decoding skills"
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(Teale, 1989, p.4).

Truly, the child develops as a

speaker/reader/writer with each role supporting the
others (Teale, 1986).
When educators suggest that literacy develops best in
a natural setting, some adults picture children reading
without any prior direct reading instruction.
misleading.

This is

Actually, while this is not usually how it

happens, much is happening in the environments where
children learn to read "naturally," without formal
instruction.

These environments are rich in supportive and

interactive behaviors which are conducive to learning to
read.

Studies of storybook reading have provided information

on the kinds of interaction that encourage literacy development.
Children who were studied knew the difference between letter
characters and pictures in books.

They also had knowledge

of how to handle a book, how to turn pages, and they knew
that books were sources of meaning through printed words
(Morrow, 1989).
Literacy also develops out of real life settings in
which reading and writing are used in order to complete tasks
(Teale, 1986).

Shopping lists, menus, letters to other

people, chore lists, signs and even traffic tickets are all
examples of written materials young children encounter
everyday.

As young children's reading and writing behaviors

are typically highly contextualized, they begin to mirror
the activities in which literacy is embedded in their
everyday lives (Teale, 1986).
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Young children are actively involved in the process of
their literacy development.

Social interaction with parents

or other literate persons in activities involving reading
and writing plays a key role in the process.

Through

explorations of written language, and from observing the
literate practices of others, young children are able to
construct their own understandings of and skill in reading
and writing (Teale, 1986).
Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to examine home and
school factors that influence emergent literacy which leads to
the reading and writing development of children from birth
through six years of age.

This will be done by answering

the following questions:
What are the parents of early readers doing at home
that fosters literacy?
What do the educators of preschoolers and kindergartners
do that further encourages this early literacy when the
children arrive in the classroom?
Need for the study
Researchers investigating early childhood literacy
development are bringing about changes in theory and practice
(Morrow, 1986).

They have come to realize that literacy

development does not begin with formal instruction when
children enter school.

Children bring to school many concepts

about literacy and certain competencies in oral and
written language (Morrow, 1986).
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By investigating the specific experiences that parents
and teachers of early readers provide their children, it
would then be possible to provide better for those
children who would not be considered early readers.
The remainder of this study will focus on the home and
school environments which encourage literate behaviors
in young children.
Limitations
There have been two major limitations throughout the
process of writing this paper:
-the nearest university library is approximately two
hours away
-many of the university library resources that were
used in the study have been recalled by other patrons
before the approved due date
Definitions
The following terms will be used throughout the
paper as follows:
Emergent Literacy--the reading and writing behaviors
of young children that precede and develop into conventional
literacy
Reading Readiness--the theory that children could
become more ready to read through formal instruction which
focuses on prerequisite skills
Emerging--a developing process
Literacy Behaviors--behaviors associated with the
development of reading and writing
Early Childhood--the years of birth through age eight
Theory--a belief, policy, or procedure proposed or
followed as the basis of action

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
10

Home Experiences
Children who have grown up in an environment of
reading and writing exhibit literate behaviors (Teale
and Sulzby, 1989).

These children have parents and other

caregivers who encourage an understanding of spoken and
written language.

Research has proven that learning to

read and write begins very early in life (Teale, 1986;
Teale and Sulzby, 1989; and Freeman and Hatch, 1989).
These researchers have discovered similar occurrences in
the homes of early readers and writers.

These

similarities are the following:
(a)

parents read to their children,

(b) parents read and write in meaningful contexts
themselves,
(c) parents value and support initial attempts
at literacy, and
(d) parents provide materials and resources for
reading and writing experimentation (Meyer, Wardrop, and
Hastings, 1990).
For many years, educators have known that those
children coming from homes in which storybook reading
takes place, have an educational advantage over those
who do not (Strickland and Taylor, 1989).

These

educators, as well as researchers in the field, have
long been interested in what makes family storybook reading
work.
The first and most important benefit of family
storybook reading is that it is almost always a
pleasurable experience (Morrow, 1989).

Although it plays
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a strong part, this pleasure does not necessarily have to
do with literature itself, but more so with the feelings
of love, security, and comfort that the child has
learned to associate with being close to the loved one
who is reading (Schwartz, 1991).

As most parents and

children share a book, they develop a positive reading
experience which includes:
and listening.

talking, laughing,

When reading becomes a regular part of the

young child's routine, the positive feelings associated with
the person doing the reading becomes a part of the activity
itself.

The reading experience involving parents and

children comes to mean love, security, and comfort (Schwartz,
1991).
Along with the benefit of pleasure, parents frequently
help their children understand new words or concepts
through these shared book readings.

Strickland and Taylor

(1989), described a scenario of a mother and a daughter
sharing a book, The Story of Bahar, by Jean de Brunoff.
At one point in the story, Bahar the elephant
goes to a photographer to have his picture taken.
The mother read the writing that appeared on the
page under the photograph of Bahar.
"And here is
his photograph," the mother read. The child did
not understand the term "photograph" and
questioned its meaning. The mother explained by
saying, "Remember the man who came to your class
and took your picture? He was taking your photograph."
(p. 28)

Not only the text, but also the talk surrounding the
text helped expand this child's vocabulary and conepts.
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Not only the text, but also the talk surrounding the
text helped expand this child's vocabulary and concepts.
The mother did this by relating the story concepts to those
understandings the child already knew.

Every parent has

knowledge of their child's background and experience.
This enables the parent to help their child move from the
known to the unknown (Strickland and Taylor, 1989).
Finally, children who have stories read to them
also learn about the structure of stories.
about how stories usually begin and end.

They learn
They also

learn that even simple stories have a plot that includes
some problem, and a climax followed by a satisfying
resolution of the problem.

In addition, they become

familiar with the characteristics of book language.

The

language of literature is distinctly different from
spoken language.

It may sound formal, old-fashioned, or

even peculiar when compared with everyday speech.

For

example, "Once upon a time there lived in the valley a
creature old and ugly" (Schwartz, 1991, p. 60).

In any

case, book language is different and children who are
exposed to it early and continuously learn to enjoy and
understand its uniqueness.
Just as children learn to speak by being spoken to,
they learn about writing and reading by being exposed and
involved in a direct, firsthand way with people who read
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and write themselves, and who read to and write with them.
The major difference between the two situations is that
almost every child comes from an environment where speech
plays a vital role; whereas, other children may not be
involved very often with the written form of language
(Schwartz, 1991).
In a literate home, children experience many
opportunities to observe and participate in reading and
writing behaviors.

These opportunities can include the

following:
(a)
learning the brand names of frequently used
products, such as JELL-0, Pepsi, and Velveeta;
(b) making lists, such as grocery or chores that
need to be done;
(c)

writing letters or cards;

(d)

writing down phone messages;

(e)

reading mail, magazines, newspapers;

(f)

writing out checks.

By observing that important people in their lives
are involved with print, children learn that print is
important, also.

When those around them involve children

in reading and writing, the children also learn about print;
what it looks like, how and why it is used, and how it
works (Schwartz, 1991).

Young children's literacy

learning grows out of a wide variety of experiences.
Children construct their knowledge about print and their
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strategies for reading and writing from their independent
explorations of written language, from interactions with
parents and other literate persons, and from their observations
of others engaged in literacy activities (Teale and Sulzby,
1989).
Studies of early readers reveal that adults in their
environment tend to be supportive and responsive to their
children's attempts at literacy behaviors (Morrow, 1989).
When children first learn to speak, adults do not worry when
children's words and grammar are incorrect.

They encourage

their approximations and first attempts, realizing that children's
spoken language will improve as they use language to communicate
meaning and make sense of their world (Throne, 1988).

The

same patience should be shown with young children's first
attempts at reading and writing.
their caregivers.

Very young children trust

This trust must be maintained in order for

children to take risks using language, particularly in new
and creative ways.

Children need to play with familiar

language, explore meanings, and test uses of language in
different settings (Glazer, 1989).
The most important thing adults can do to support
children's beginning efforts at reading and writing is to
provide them with language arts materials (Schickedanz,
1986).

A variety of books should be made available for

children's self-selection.

Among these books should be a

15

quality selection of nursery rhymes, fairy tales, picture
books, alphabet books, number books, poetry, easy-to-read
books, and informational books (Morrow, 1989).

In

addition to children's literature, print materials for
adults, including books, magazines, newspapers, and
work-related material, should be made obvious and
available in the home.
Writing materials should also be available to
children at an early age.

A variety of sizes of unlined,

white paper is preferable, especially for younger children.
As children approach kindergarten, lined paper might be
added as well.

Pencils, crayons, markers, pens, and chalk

are all appropriate and easily available writing tools
for the home.

Manipulatives such as magnetic, felt, or

wooden letters are also useful (Morrow, 1989).

The above

materials are ones that are most likely to be found in
many households.

Making them available to children at an

early age seems to be the key difference in promoting
literacy behaviors.
School Experiences
The emergent literacy theory and research has provided
new insights into how young children develop as readers and
writers (Freeman and Hatch, 1989).

When moving away from

former beliefs of the reading readiness theory towards
an emerging, developmental preschool and kindergarten
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literacy program, four areas must be considered:
the role of the teacher, (b)
(c)

(a)

the classroom environment,

the materials to be used, and (d)

the types of

learning experiences that will be provided (Freeman and
Hatch, 1989).
Role of the Teacher
Teachers foster literacy by being facilitators, as
well as models.

The process of becoming literate is an

active and developmental one in which children construct
knowledge about written language.

Children therefore need

time to experiment with reading and writing in the
classroom by engaging in meaningful literacy activities.
Teachers need to provide children with time to talk,
listen, read, and write.

Their role should facilitate

children's natural curiosity, interest, and desire to
engage in meaningful activities.

For example, teachers

should respond positively to children's initial reading
and writing attempts and encourage them in experimentation
with print (Freeman and Hatch, 1989).
Also, teachers serve as models when they themselves
are engaging in literate behaviors.

By actively

participating in activities such as writing a note,
reading a lunch menu, or constructing a list of needed
materials, teachers can demonstrate actual uses for reading
and writing in meaningful contexts.
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Salinger (1988), found that teachers use theories
explaining how children learn in order to make decisions
about how their classrooms should be structured. These
teachers understand that young children are curious about
literacy and need continuing encounters with print to
reinforce the realization that written language is meaningful.
Classroom Environment
Classroom environments rich in print provide children
many encounters with written language.

These environments

have print everywhere in the form of labels, lists, charts,
and posters.

Print materials are used to support oral

language activities and dramatic play dealing with the
grocery store, restaurant, and post office, to name only
a few (Freeman and Hatch, 1989).
Materials
The materials used to support literate behaviors are
materials that can be found in most early childhood
classrooms:

paper, pencils, crayons, markers, chalk,

pens, typewriters, computers, and a large selection of
children's books.

The most important factor is that the

materials are organized and easily available to the children.
Placing the materials in labeled baskets and containers,
on low shelves makes reading and writing inviting, as
well as easily attainable.
Types of Learning Experiences
Finally, there are numerous types of learning
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experiences that are conducive to promoting the
emergent literacy of young children (Freeman and Hatch,
1989).

Just as book reading is important in the home,

the same is true in the classroom.

But in the classroom,

reading to children has little instructional value in
itself, simply because the print cannot be seen, shared,
and discussed (Holdaway, 1979).

During book reading at

home, the proximity of the parent, the child, and the
print is what provides the opportunity for learning to
take place.

Teachers can do the same by using enlarged

print versions of books read to the children.

Shared

reading is the term commonly used for this type of
activity.

During shared reading, the children not only

listen to the story but are able to participate in all
aspects of reading.
Strickland (1989), describes how teachers structure
these shared reading experiences in terms of what they
might do before, during, and after the reading.

The

strategies they choose are determined by the developmental
level of the group and the qualities of the particular book
being read.
Before reading, the teacher introduces the book to the
children by telling them the title and author.

Children

may be asked to use this information to predict what the
story may be about.

If appropriate, a brief discussion may
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take place about relevant concepts to be encountered.
This part of the shared reading experience is kept brief.
During reading, teachers build positive attitudes
about reading by showing their own personal pleasure and
interest prior to and during the reading.

They read in a

lively manner, displaying interest in the story plot and
the language.

By using enlarged texts (big books), teachers

may track the print with their hand, a ruler, or a
pointer.

At times, the teacher may pause and ask the

children what they think might happen next.
questions are acknowledged and answered.

Student

Discussion

during the reading is encouraged as long as it is focused
and does not distract from the reading.

Participation

in the reading, particularly when stories have a
repetitive line or refrain, also is encouraged.
After the reading, children are encouraged to ask
questions of the teacher and of one another.

An

atmosphere of sharing prevails rather than one of the
teacher questioning to test for comprehension.
Following a shared reading session, another literacy
experience commonly used is the literature response
activity.
of ways.

Students can respond to literature in a variety
These include engaging in group discussion,

pantomiming a story reread by the teacher, role-playing
scenes from a story, acting out an entire story, reenacting
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the story with puppets, retelling the story, and interpreting
the story through art activities.

Responding to

literature is viewed as a means of reformulating or
reexperiencing the story using a new modality. It is
used as a means of strengthening children's understanding
and appreciation of stories and helping them to internalize
the structure of stories (Strickland, 1989).
Just as shared reading provides a whole group,
instructional opportunity to practice reading skills,
shared writing activities can do the same for writing
with young children.

The use of language experience charts

is a commonly used shared writing activity.

The teacher's

role during chart production is that of facilitator and
scribe (Strickland, 1989).

The children dictate their

stories (usually personal or classroom happenings) to
be written on the chart by the teacher.

The children's

stories are then used by the class to look for distinctive
features such as letters and words they recognize, words
and letters that are repeated, and punctuation marks.
Every opportunity is used to help children make connections,
see likenesses and differences, and draw conclusions about
what they are discussing.
These language experience charts are often used as
springboards for independent writing by the children.
Children's efforts may range from scribbles or drawings,
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to drawings with labels or captions, to sentences with
invented or conventional spelling.

As children

write, the teacher may walk around the room and confer
with individual children in order to guide their efforts.
The teacher facilitates literacy development by helping
children recall additional information about their
topics, as well as by assisting them in applying the writing
conventions that were modeled during the chart activity.
The teacher also encourages an attitude of helpfulness
and mutual interest in each other's work by allowing the
children to discuss their topic choice among their
classmates and to seek peer assistance during writing
(Crowell, Kawakami, & Wong, 1986).
While many activities which foster literacy behaviors
are found in the professional literature, those activities
that were discussed in this chapter were the most frequently
suggested.

Another common thread throughout the literature

was that in order to foster literacy behaviors in young
children, the teachers of young children must continually
find ways to bring meaningful, interesting, and enjoyable
opportunities for reading and writing to their students.

CHAPTER III
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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Summary
Research results of the past decade have provided
direction and focus for those interested in young children's
reading and writing development (Martinez and Teale, 1987).
Parents are the child's first teachers.

This coupled with

the advent of the emergent literacy theory supports the
evidence that indicates that young children do actually
begin their literacy development before they enter school.
Such a perspective on young children's literacy learning
carries with it significant implications for teaching
reading and writing in the early childhood clasroom (Sulzby
and Teale, 1989).
It was the purpose of this study to investigate the
home and school factors that influence the emergent literacy
of preschool and kindergarten children.

This was done by

answering the following questions:
What are the parents of early readers doing at home
that fosters literacy?
What do the educators of preschoolers and kindergartners
do that further encourage this early literacy when the
children arrive in the classroom?
The recent research that describes children's knowledge
and use of written language prior to school should now be
informing practice in early literacy education (Freeman
and Hatch, 1989). Those successful activities that are used
at home, such as storybook reading and writing to complete
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daily tasks, should be incorporated and further extended
into the classroom environment.
Learning to read and write ought to be one of the most
joyful and successful of human undertakings.
it is not so (Holdaway, 1979).

Notoriously,

But if parents and teachers

were to work together, sharing ideas and valuing each
others attempts, all children would benefit.
Conclusions
The following conclusions were drawn from this literature
search:
(1)
In a literate home, children experience many
opportunities to observe and participate in reading and
writing behaviors.
(2) Young children come to school with vast
knowledge about reading and writing.
(3) Having knowledge of how the home literacy
experience benefits young children, early childhood
educators can better plan and prepare their classrooms
and activities to further the emerging literacy
development of their students.
(4) Whether it be at home or at school, the early
attempts as readers and writers should be nurtured in
a positive environment that places the child at the
center of the learning process (Freeman and Hatch, 1989).
Recommendations
The recommendations of this study are made to
parents and teachers in order to improve the emerging
literacy behaviors of young children.

These

recommendations are as follows:
(1) Parents and teachers should read to their
children.
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(2) Parents and teachers should model reading and
writing in meaningful contexts.
(3) Parents and teachers should value and support
initial attempts at literacy.
(4) Parents and teachers should provide materials
and resources for reading and writing experimentation.
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